Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition in which children show reduced attention to social aspects of the environment. However in adults with ASD, evidence for social attentional deficits is equivocal. One problem is that many paradigms present social information in an unrealistic, isolated way. This study presented adults and adolescents, with and without ASD, with a complex social scene alongside another, non-social scene, and measured eye-movements during a 3-s viewing period. Analyses first identified viewing time to different regions and then investigated some more complex issues. These were: the location of the very first fixation in a trial (indicating attentional priority); the effect of a task instruction on scan paths; the extent to which gaze-following was evident; and the degree to which participants' scan paths were influenced by the low-level properties of a scene. Results indicate a superficially normal attentional preference for social information in adults with ASD. However, more sensitive measures show that ASD does entail social attention problems across the lifespan, supporting accounts of the disorder which emphasise lifelong neurodevelopmental atypicalities. These subtle abnormalities may be sufficient to produce serious difficulties in real-life scenarios.
Introduction
The term autism spectrum disorder (ASD) refers to a set of neurodevelopmental disorders defined by atypicalities in three major symptom domains: communication, interaction and imagination (Wing & Gould, 1979) . Children with ASD often show significant impairments in their attention to social elements of the environment. This includes well-documented impairments in triadic joint attention (Loveland & Landry, 1986; Leekam, Baron-Cohen, Perrett, Milders, & Brown, 1997; Leekam, Hunnisett, & Moore, 1998; Mundy & Newell, 2007; Mundy, Sigman, Ungerer, & Sherman, 1986) and attentional capture by social stimuli (Dawson, Meltzoff, Osterling, Rinaldi, & Brown, 1998; Dawson et al., 2004) . Perhaps the most fundamental aspect of social attention is attention to another person, and this has also been shown to present problems for children with autism in both interactive (Leekam, Lopez, & Moore, 2000) and picture-viewing (Riby & Hancock, 2008) paradigms.
The prevalence of social attention problems in autism has led many to suggest that these may be at the root of the development of the disorder (Klin, Jones, Schultz, & Volkmar, 2003; Mundy & Neal, 2001; Schultz, 2005) . These theories all suggest that autism results from an interaction between experience and neural development, creating developmental impairments in social behaviour and the 'social brain' (Brothers, 1990; Johnson, 2005) . The amygdala is particularly important in the investigation of social attention, since abnormalities in this area are thought to be related to reduced fixation on the eye-region in autism (Corden, Chilvers & Skuse, 2008; Dalton et al., 2005) as well as underpinning wider deficits in social cognition (Baron-Cohen et al., 1999 , 2000 Howard et al., 2000; Nacewicz et al., 2006) . Schultz (2005) suggests that early atypicalities in amygdala function (Dawson et al., 2002) contribute to the development of deficits in social behaviour as well as constraining neural development in regions such as the fusiform face area. This process would result in lifelong neural atypicalities, affecting the developmental trajectory of people with ASD, and maintaining the social problems characteristic of autism. This interpretation is supported by evidence of functional abnormalities in the brains of adults with ASD performing social cognitive tasks (Bird, Catmur, Silani, Frith, & Frith, 2006; Castelli, Frith, Happé, & Frith, 2002; Critchley et al., 2000;  
